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Analysis of Loan Words in Mizo: A Study of Hindi and English Loanwords 


Abstract 

The colonization of India and the subsequent annexation of Lushai Hills in the 
province of Assam resulted in the socio-economic and political influence of the Britain and 
India in Mizoram. Consequently, this led to an inevitable borrowing of English and Hindi 
terms which have been nativized. This paper studies the process of nativization and functions 
served by these loanwords. The assimilation of these loanwords into the native language is 
aided by morphological, orthographical, phonological and semantic modification. During the 
course of investigation, it was observed that most of the loanwords are comprised of nouns 
and verbs, of which the majority are nouns. Furthermore, it was also observed that the 
attitude towards the donor languages influences the usage of the borrowed terms. 

Introduction 

The Mizo tribes were believed to have migrated from China, first settling in Khampat, 
present day Myanmar. They were then believed to have moved from Khampat to Lushai 
Hills, now Mizoram. The tribe developed an autocratic political system based on 
chieftainship until the advent of the British in the late 19 th Century. By this time, although the 
colonial empire had subjugated most parts of the Indian subcontinent, the region of present- 
day Mizoram had not been expedited. Lalremruata Khiangte, in his book Mizo Records, 
wrote that frequent raids by Mizo warriors into British territory led to occasional punitive 
expeditions by the British on their land. As a result, the region was formally annexed in the 
early 1890’s as the North Lushai Hills in the province of Assam. The region then fell under 
the jurisdiction of the Assam government, arousing discontentment among the people of 
Mizoram. This discontentment led to an imminent insurgency resulting in the formation of 
Mizo National Front (MNF), a radical group of people fighting for an independent State in 
1966. The rebellion lasted till 1986 when the Mizoram Peace Accord was signed, as a result 
of which Mizoram was granted statehood in 1987. 
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As a consequence, to these occurrences, there was an inevitable borrowing of words 
from both English and Hindi. Payne (2006, p.323) explains borrowing of words as “when 
speakers of a language treat a word, morpheme, or construction from another language as a 
lexical item in their own language”. The number of borrowed words in Mizo language has 
increased numerously in recent years. The borrowed words often go through a process of 
linguistic change which includes orthographical, morphological, phonological and semantic 
modification. 


Linguistic Change in Borrowed Item 

When foreign elements are borrowed into the Mizo language, they are adapted into 
the sociolinguistic context of the host language. As aforementioned, English and Hindi words 
taken in Mizo have gone through a process of linguistic change that integrated the borrowed 
term into the native linguistic system. This can be called as the process of nativization. Some 
nativization processes are discussed below. 


Orthographical Change 

In Gillian Kay (1995) study of loan terms of Japanese, when the Japanese borrowed 
words from Chinese they were written using the Japanese script katakana. Similarly, she 
observed that when English borrowed from Latina and Greek, they romanize the loan words 
for convenience. Similar observation has been made in the study of Mizo loan words from 
Hindi language. 

All the loan words from Hindi, which uses the Devanagiri script, are romanized since 
the script used by the people of Mizoram is Roman script. It has been observed that the loan 
words going through orthographical changes may also go through other processes like 
semantic change, which in turn lead to the loan words having completely different 
connotation from its host language. The difference in script gives immediate capacity to fully 
absorb the loan Hindi terms into the Mizo linguistic system. 

Further, it is important to note that an orthographical change was not observed in the 
borrowed English words as both English and Mizo uses Roman script. Examples of 
orthographical changes in borrowed Hindi words are given below. 
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Table 1: Orthographical changes in loan Hindi terms 


DERIVATION 

Hindi 

ROMANIZED 

MEANING 

LOAN Mizo 

Orthographical 

change 

MEANING 


A:lu 

Potato 

Alu (N) 

Potato 


Dahi 

Curd 

Doi (N) 

Curd 

44 d- 

Chappal 

Sandals 

Chapal (N) 

Sandals 

*R'ld 

Rumal 

Handkerchief 

Rawmawl (N) 

Handkerchief 

>HI$H 

Saabun 

Soap 

Sahbon (N) 

Soap 


Paise 

Money 

Pawisa (N) 

Money 

W4>K 

Sarakaar 

Government 

Sawrkar (N) 

Government 


Bhai 

Brother 

Vai (N) 

Indians who are 

not from North 

East India. 


Mistri 

Master- 

craftsman 

Mistiri 

One who works 

in construction 

site. 


Gur 

Jaggery 

Kurtai 

Jaggery 


As can be observed from Table 1, all the loan words from Hindi has been strategically 
romanized. Also, aside from the obvious orthographical changes, there are some 
morphological, semantic and phonological changes that can be observed which is discussed 
in details in the following sections. 
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Morphological Change 

In the analysis or loan words, it has been observed that there are cases of vowel 
epenthesis where the native speakers of Mizo place a vowel in between consonants, 
accommodating them to the syllabic structure of Mizo. One such example from borrowed 
Hindi can be seen in Table 1 where the word mistri, has been adapted to mistiri in which 
there is vowel epenthesis between phonemes /t/ and /r/. Similar example can be seen in the 
word istri meaning ‘iron box’ in which vowel is epenthesized between /t/ and /r/ and is 
modified to istiri. Also, the word for ‘curd’ dahi changes to doi in which consonant /h/ is 
deleted and central vowel /a/ changes to back vowel /o/ (this sound change is a phonological 
change). 

The natives of Mizo have a habit of strategically placing vowels in between two 
consonants. This, according to Lalrindiki Fanai (1992), is because Mizo language does not 
allow consonant clusters in the language system. Hence, borrowed words like school 
modified to sikul, in which a vowel is placed between the two consonants /s/ and /k/. 
Similarly, step is modified to sitep and cushion fk to khawson in which vowel /o/ is places 
between /s/ and In/. 

It is also observed that there are instances of combination of terms from two diverse 
language. This is called loanblends. Some examples are shown in the table below. 

Table 2: Loanblends in Mizo 


LOANBLEND 

DERIVATION 

MEANING 

Pan hnah 

(Hindi) Betel nut + (Mizo) 

leaf 

Betel nut leaf 

Kel ek chana 

(Mizo) goat excrement + 

(English) pea 

Chikpea 

Ran Daktor 

(Mizo) Animal+ (English) 

Doctor 

Veterinarian 

Gas thuk 

(English) stove + (Mizo) fire 

place 

Gas stove 

Pangpar pot 

(Mizo) flower + (English) 

pot 

Flower pot 
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Semantic Change 

It is inevitable for borrowed words to undergo semantic change and acquire culture- 
specific meaning. However, there are also some borrowed words that retains the same exact 
meaning or context of use as its origin language. Hence, the extent of change in meaning of 
the borrowed terms may vary slightly from its origin or can be integrated to connote a 
completely different meaning. 

Some examples loan Hindi with semantic changes are given below. 

Table 1: Semantic changes in loan Hindi terms 


DERIVATION 

Hindi 

ROMANIZED 

MEANING 

LOAN Mizo 

Semantic change 

MEANING 

cl'M'R 

Bazar 

Market 

Bazar(V) 

To go to market 

#T 

Heeng 

Asafoetida 

powder (spice) 

King (N) 

Sour smell, 

smell of food 

that has gone 

bad, urine 

odour. 


Hisab 

Account, to 

keep count of, 

to keep record 

of 

Hisap (V) 

To make an 

estimate of 

anything 

(building, 

money, people) 

ellcJHT 

Badam 

Almond 

Badam (N) 

peanut 


Kameez 

Long tunic 

Kamis (N) 

Formal Shirts 


Some of the loan words have varying meanings from their origin but it is observable 
from the table above that the adapted lexical term does not stray far from the donor language. 
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For example, Bazar in Hindi refers to a market (noun) which in Mizo means to go to market 
(verb). Similarly, Badam referring to Almond in Hindi refers to peanut in Mizo. The close 
connotation of the loan terms to that of the origin can be contributed to the fact that, Mizo’s 
during their earlier contact with Indians were able to understand that certain terms are used in 
certain ways without completely comprehending the specific usage. Hence, this led to the 
slight modification in meanings of the borrowed terms. 

Also, some loan words may indicate a meaning that is far from its original. As seen in 
the table above, Heeng meaning Asafoetida powder (spice) refers to sour smell, smell of food 
that has gone bad, urine odour in Mizo. Further, Hisab meaning to keep count of to keep 
record of in Hindi changes its reference to to make an estimate of anything (building, money, 
people) in Mizo. 


Some examples loan Hindi without semantic change are given below. 
Table 3: Loan Hindi terms without semantic changes 


DERIVATION 

Hindi 

ROMANIZED 

LOAN 

Mizo 

MEANING 

TtfvTT 

Moza 

Moza 

Socks 


Chini 

Chini 

Sugar 

sjPwi 

Dhania 

Dhania 

Corriander 

W'cbN 

Sarkar 

Sawrkar 

Government 

tii41 

Chabi 

Chabi 

Key 


Many words were borrowed from English in which some were nativized while others 
assimilated without any change and eventually accepted as part of the Mizo linguistic system. 
Most of these borrowed terms belongs to Noun in their grammatical category. This can be 
attributed to the fact that Verbs and actions are natural to human beings and so naturally the 
Mizo people had terms for it. However, certain objects or terms relating to places or 
profession brought in by the British were unknown to them which inevitably resulted in the 
adaptation of the English terms along with their meaning. 

Also, an interesting observation is the influence of the advancement in technology, 
which has resulted in the emergence of new terms relating to gadgets and other items, 
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consequently resulted in more borrowing of English terms. These recent borrowed terms, it is 
further observed, are assimilated retaining the meaning of its origin. 

Some examples loan English without semantic changes are given below. 

Table 4: Loan English terms without semantic changes 


DERIVATION 

LOAN 

English 

Mizo 

Apple 

Apple 

Phone 

Phone 

Charge 

Charge 

Pastor 

Pastor 

Driver 

Driver 


The increasing influence of western culture in the Mizo society in recent years can be 
observed through the increase in use of borrowed English terms in everyday discourse. The 
use of these terms is more prevalent among the younger generation. Some of these borrowed 
English terms are nativized through a process of semantic change. As a consequence, these 
nativized terms sometimes refers to something that is completely different from its original 
meaning. 


Some examples of loan English with semantic change are: 
Table 5: Semantic changes in loan English terms 


DERIVATION 

English 

MEANING 

LOAN 

Mizo 

MEANING 

Company 

East India Company 

Kumpinu 

Great Britain 

Star 

Constellation 

Star 

a Crush (having a 

crush on someone, a 

person you like) 

Score 

Number of points, 

goals 

Score 

When you see your 

crush or when 

someone sees your 

crush, the term score 
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is used. 

Over 

Above, end 

Over 

Excessive action, too 

much, unnecessary 

action. 

Office 

a room, set of rooms, 

or building used as a 

place for 

commercial, 

professional, or 

bureaucratic work. 

Office 

Aside from the 

English connotation, 

Mizo people use it to 

denote the action of 

‘going to office ’ and 

shorten it. 


Phonological Change 

The borrowing of lexical items entails a process of nativization that includes a change 
in the pronunciation of terms. This is because the host language often has difficulty in 
producing sounds that are not in their segmental inventory. In the case of Mizo, in the 
borrowed Hindi terms, front vowels are changed to central and central vowels to back. There 
are also instances of a change of back vowel to a different back vowel i.e. a change from 
close to an open back vowel. 

Table 6: Phonological changes in loan Hindi terms 


SOUND CHANGE 

ROMANIZED 

HINDI 

MIZO 

MEANING 

a ->o 

Sarkar 

Sorkar 

Government 

ai -►oi, e-^ a 

Paise 

Pawisa 

Money 

u ->o, a - ^ o 

Rumal 

Rawmawl 

Handkerchief 

n ->1 

Neembu 

Limbu 

Lemon 

U ->0 

Saabun 

Sahbon 

Soap 


From the above table, it is observable that there are instances of a change from central 
vowel to back vowel. In the term Sarkar, /a/ is changed to /o/ and the loaned term becomes 
sorkar/. Similarly, in the word pai.se meaning ‘money’ /ai/ diphthong is replaced with /oi/ 
where the vowel changes from central to back and another sound change is seen in the second 
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syllable where Id is changed to /a/ in which the front vowel is changed to central vowel. 
Hence, in Mizo, paise becomes poisa. Similar observations can be seen for words meaning 
‘handkerchief where rumal changes to rawmawl in which, central Id changes to back lol in 
the second syllable. Another phonological change that occurs is back close to mid vowel lul 
changing to lol a back open vowel in the same word rumal. Also, there is a change from nasal 
Ini to lateral HI in the word for lemon, and a change from lul to lol in the word for soap that 
has been previously observed in the word rumal. 


In the study of phonological change in loan Hindi words, it has been observed that the 
modification in vowel is generally a shift from front to central and from central to back. 

Table 7: Phonological changes in loan English terms 


SOUND CHANGE 

ENGLISH 

MIZO 

u ->o, a -►i, i-> u 

Company 

Kumpinu 

ae >o. n ->-1, t -Hr, 3: -H 

Lantern 

Laltin 

9-*o 

Doctor 

Daktor 

a ->o, ae->ai, k-deletion 

Racksack 

Rawksai 

o -►u: 

Book 

Bu 


The phonological change in loan English is more complex as can be seen from Table 7. Let 
us discuss each change in the following points. 

1) The first loan word kumpinu is derived from Company. The phonological changes are 


capitalized and explained in the table below 


cOmpAnY kUmpInU 

Phonological change 

u —► o 

high back rounded vowel to mid back rounded vowel 

9 —► i 

mid central vowel to high front unrounded 

I —► u 

high front unrounded vowel to high back rounded vowel 


2) There are several phonological changes that can be seen in the loan term laltin. 


lANTErn 

lALT(R)In 

Phonological change 

ae —► 9 

low front unrounded vowel to mid central vowel 

n —► 1 

mid central vowel to high front unrounded 
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t —► tr 

Voiceless alveolar fricative to voiceless alveolar 

affricate 

3: —► i 

low central vowel- high front unrounded vowel 


An interesting observation can be seen in the analysis of modification of the term 
lantern. One phonological change observed in loan Hindi is also observed in this loan 
English term. The Hindi term Neembu is modified to Limbu in Mizo there is a change from 
nasal /n/ to lateral III. The same can be seen in Lantern where last sound /n/ in the first 
syllable is changed to III in Mizo, modifying the words to Lalt(r)in. 


3) A shift from central to back vowel is observed in the loan term daktor 


doctOr 

daktOR 

Phonological change 

3 -► O 

high back rounded vowel to mid back rounded vowel 


4) The instances of phonological change in loan English rawksai. 


rAcksACK rAWksAI 

Phonological change 

A-► 0 

mid central unrounded vowel to mid back rounded vowel 

ae— ► ai 

low front unrounded vowel to diphthong (with central 

vowel) 

k- deletion 



It can be observed from the table that, there are two instances of sound modification 
in the loan term rawksai. In both these instances, there is a shift from central to back vowel. 
In the second syllable, there is k-deletion which is a morphological change which 
consequently resulted in an open syllable. This ensues an elongation of the end short vowel. 
Hence, resulting in the modification of a monophthong to a diphthong. 

5) Similarly, the next example shows a deletion of coda consequently resulting in an 


open syllable and a subsequent elongation of the end vowel. 


bOOk 

bU 

Phonological change 

u —► u: 

high back short rounded vowel to high back long 

rounded vowel 
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The difference between the modification in the previous example (racksack) and 
this can be seen in the manner of elongation. In this case, the vowel is modified from a 
short vowel to the same vowel but longer. 


Conclusion 

In the course of this study, the following observation have been made. 

1. The main reason for linguistic change in loan terms is because the original meanings 
and context of the loan word may not be fully comprehended. Another reason is that, 
since there is no cultural or socially conditioned motivation to retain the original 
meaning, this enables a flexibility in the modification of forms and meanings of the 
loaned term. 

2. Many of the loan terms that have been assimilated into the Mizo linguistic system 
have become nativized to an extent that, Mizo speakers are unaware of their loan 
status. However, most loan terms are quite recognizable as they often contain 
sequences of phonemes in a syllable that is quite uncommon in Mizo. 

3. It has been observed from the study that there are instances of conscious and 
unconscious use of loan terms. Loan Hindi are often used unconsciously whereas 
there is more consciousness in the use of loan English. This can be attributed to the 
attitude towards both host languages. English is more common in the linguistic 
landscape of Mizo which is due to the Mizo society’s inclination towards the Western 
culture. This created a sensitivity or consciousness to the loaned English terms 
consequently instigating an apprehensive attitude towards the use of loaned English 
terms in formal writings. In the case of loan Hindi, there is less apprehension due to 
the lack in awareness of the loaned status of the terms. 

4. Further, it can be observed that Nouns are more common in the borrowed terms 
because concepts that are not readily available in the community are more prone to 
being loaned. Advancements in technology also have influence in the loaning of 
terms. Terms relating to actions required to use certain items are borrowed. For 
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example, the adoption of these foreign terms like cell phone includes the borrowing of 
Verbs like “phone” or “call” (meaning to call/phone someone), an action that was not 
available until the existence of telephone or smart phones. These terms do not have an 
equivalent in Mizo and are borrowed and adapted as part of the linguistic system. 


5. Some loan terms are preferred over their Mizo equivalent. There can be two reason 
for this, a) Some English terms are used often simply because of their foreign appeal. 
This reflects the Western influence in the modern culture of Mizo. b) Another reason 
is that loan terms can serve a euphemistic purpose. For example, instead of referring 
to menstruation directly, the English term period is used. 
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